Evidence for maternal transmission of scrapie in naturally affected flocks.
It has been known for many years that the offspring of scrapie affected ewes are at increased risk of developing scrapie but whether this is simply the result of an increased genetic susceptibility or transmission of infection has always been unclear. To contribute to clarify this we analysed the data collected in a detailed study of scrapie occurrence in a number of naturally affected commercial sheep flocks in Great Britain (GB) to investigate the association between PrP genotype and parental scrapie status and the incidence of scrapie. Our analyses confirmed the strong association between PrP genotype and the incidence of scrapie found in previous studies and a low incidence of scrapie in animals carrying the ARR allele and a high risk in homozygous VRQ animals. However, we also demonstrate an increased incidence of scrapie in the offspring of scrapie affected ewes controlling for the confounding effect of PrP genotype, but no increased scrapie incidence in the offspring of scrapie affected sires. Our results suggest that some of the increased incidence of scrapie in the offspring of scrapie affected ewes is the result of transmission of infection from mother to offspring. Our results confirm that a breeding policy aimed at decreasing the genetic susceptibility of the population should decrease the incidence of scrapie and that removing the offspring of scrapie affected animals from affected flocks could contribute to the control of this disease.